Miley Cyrus has increasingly occupied debates at the centre of feminist engagements with popular culture. Evoking concerns around young women and 'sexualisation', Cyrus emerges as a convergent signifier of sexualised media content and the girl-at-risk. As Cyrus is repeatedly invoked in these debates, she comes to function as the bad object of young femininity. Arguing, however, that Cyrus troubles the sexualisation thesis in the provocations of her creative practice, I suggest that this contested media figure exceeds the frames through which she is read. Thus, I ask: what kinds of insights might be possible if we were to transform the terms on which we approach this figure? Considering a selection of the images and performances that constitute the Cyrus archive, this paper proposes a reading of Cyrus as performative provocation. Mobilising an existing sensibility of queer feminist struggle, Cyrus emerges as disruptive, albeit contradictory, figure. Questions of privilege and limit as well as possibly emerge in this discussion, as well as questions over what constitutes feminist struggle.
If 'discursive struggles over the meanings of feminism are… staged in and through media culture' (Hamad and Taylor, 2015: 126) , so too in the frames of feminist critique through which they are understood. To a certain extent, the Miley Cyrus/sexualisation debate works to draw attention to the limits and tensions of female subjectivity in public cultures; continuing a series of critical conversations around gender, sexuality, racialisation and a profit driven music industry. However, as I will argue in this paper, it might also obscure the possibilities of popular culture as a site of struggle; limiting our approach to forms of feminist media content and engagement. Meanwhile, Cyrus's provocative use of the body, her various incarnations, collaborations and media biography, do not make for a stable narrative around these debates. Rather, I suggest, Cyrus's media presence exceeds the terms of the sexualisation debate, making visible a more complex convergence of gender, sexuality and embodiment than this discussion allows for.
Although there are critical limits to these performances that require continued analysis, in this paper I want to turn centrally to the possibilities that might be opened up by further explorations of the visual imagery and cultural references of Cyrus' performances. Considering a selection of examples of Cyrus' media content from the 2013 VMA awards onwards, I ask in this article: what might be gained from approaching Cyrus on different terms? Beginning with a discussion of the framing of Cyrus within the sexualisation debate, I consider the implications and limits of this analysis; arguing that it risks fixing Cyrus as bad object. Positing Cyrus as disruptively in excess of this debate, I turn to a consideration of Cyrus and/as performance. Drawing out the queer/feminist influences and provocations of the Cyrus media archive, a more disruptive account of gender and sexuality emerges. Thus, I propose in this paper a series of reflections that find queer feminist possibilities in Miley Cyrus, with the aim of extending the discussion of her media presence to consider the multiplicities of this media figure and the forms of visibility and attachment she might make possible, as well as those she might block.
i Drawing attention to the spectacular excesses of her visual aesthetics, her public identifications with queer cultures and her experimental mobilisations on transmedia platforms, I ask whether Cyrus might thus emerge as an unstable but nonetheless disruptive figure of young femininity in popular culture.
The sexualisation of culture debate
As has been well documented, '"[s] exualisation" has come to be regarded in Britain as a significant social problem' (Duschinsky, 2013: 137) . From politicians to think tanks to feminist theory, the discussion has emerged in various formulations. Feona Atwood and Clarissa Smith describe the sexualisation debates as emerging 'both as part of a tradition of suspicion -of media technologies, sex, and young people -and as part of a series of responses to real changes in the significance of sex in contemporary western societies ' (2011: 235) . In his genealogy of the term, Robbie Duschinsky describes its initial use in 'feminist discourses… which problematised "sexualisation" as media representations distorted by commercialisation, sexism, and an ideological backlash against the gains made by feminism ' (2013: 137) . Feminist academics and activists Gail Dines and Julia Long, for example, have written of the 'pornification' of contemporary society, opposing 'sexualised images of women' that, they argue, 'perpetuate myths of women's unconditional sexual availability and object status, and thus undermine women's rights to sexual autonomy, physical safety and economic and social equality ' (2011) . Others have considered sexualisation as an element of a postfeminist sensibility (Gill, 2007; Jackson & Vares, 2011; Gill & Scharff, 2011) . As Duschinsky outlines, the term has also 'been increasingly utilised in media discourse ' (2013: 258) , emerging in a series of popular books (Levy, 2005; Durham, 2008; Tankard Reist, 2009; Paul, 2005) and countless news media, largely mobilising 'a narrative that suggests that sexist cultural representations have been undermining the confidence and social power of young girls, and putting them at sexual risk by blurring the crucial line between "normal" women and the "unhealthy" lifestyle of strippers or prostitutes' (Duschinsky, 2013: 258) . If such critiques draw (albeit problematically) on feminist critique, the term has also been taken up in more explicitly conservative ways; 'co-opted' as Duschinsky describes, 'by right-wing discourses ' (2012: 15) . In the UK, the build up As Gill argues, the sexualisation thesis mobilises a particular "privileged object of anxiety and 'concern"' in the figure of 'the White, western, middle class, girl-child ' (2012: 741 (Morgan, 2015) were circulated in the British press. In a personification of the risk of sexualisation, Cyrus emerges as both victim and perpetrator; her audience of young female fans further signifying girls at risk.
In this repeated circulation, Cyrus comes to function not only as an example, but the ultimate bad object of the sexualisation debate.
The imagined girl at the centre of these debates assumes 'a simple media-effects model that positions girls as uncritical media victims' (Jackson & Vares, 2011: 135) . Emphasising, as Emma Renold and Jessica Ringrose suggest, 'the harmful effects of media exposure with little analysis of how girls themselves negotiate the media in their everyday lives ' (2011: 391) . Research with girls themselves suggest more complex processes of media engagement. As Tiina Vares and Sue Jackson describe:
'through our analysis of girls' talk about Miley Cyrus, we suggest that the framing of female celebrities as 'sexualising agents' is overly deterministic and ignores the complexities and nuances of girls' engagement with popular celebrities ' (2015: 256) . Similarly, Jackson, Goddard and Cossens explore the 'variability of sense-making' (2016: 2) Cyrus' audience employ, exploring her function as 'a boundary maker around which cultural norms of femininity were constructed and negotiated ' (2016: 14) . Even in these accounts however, Cyrus can come to function as bad object, evidence largely only of girls' ability to critically navigate sexualised media content. As Magazine in May 2015, Cyrus described her own struggles with the limits of gender identity, and in particular the norms of femininity through which she has been so powerfully defined: 'I don't relate to what people would say defines a girl or a boy', noting that 'being a girl isn't what I hate, it's the box that I get put into' (in Krochmal, 2015) . In an interview with Paper magazine a month later, Cyrus described a fluid sense of gender and sexuality, further mobilising herself as public queer figure: 'I don't relate to being boy or girl, and I don't have to have my partner relate to boy or girl' (in Petrusich, 2015) . Stating that she has had romantic relationships with women in the past that have simply gone unrecognised by the press, Cyrus articulates a recognisable coming out narrative: Aged fourteen, 'I remember telling [her mother] I admire women in a different way. And she asked me what that meant. And I said, I love them. I love them like I love boys… it was so hard for her to understand… I just asked for her to accept me. And she has' (in Petrusich 2015) . In an Elle magazine article later that year she described herself as identifying as pansexual (De Casparis, 2015) . In these ways, Cyrus radically disrupts the heteronormative discourses . The multiple eye imagery that covers the stage suggests the evil eye motif, with its connotations of malevolence and protection and, critically, the gaze. In its unavoidable presence on stage, the symbolic 'look' is turned back towards the audience. The body, disjointed, monstrous and disruptive in its excess, is a powerful theme of this performance. In the monstrous contortions the 'monstrous feminine' is evoked: 'what it is about women that is shocking, terrifying, horrific, abject' (Creed, 1986, 1) . As drag queen and performer Laganja Estranga describes:
Costumed in detached badass body parts by Harouche and BCalla, we embraced how odd and grotesquely gorgeous the human form is. Because body parts are hella weird.
And genitals are just that…parts. We are so much more than braces-faces, and eyes as hands, and googly-toothed ponchos-a body is just parts, and it's the queen who shines beneath the bullshit (2015).
Thus, Cyrus seems to take the hypervisibility of the woman's body in the heteronormative imaginary of public discourse to its extreme, and in doing so disrupt the regulatory norms of its containment. In her study on 'the explicit body in performance', Rebecca Schneider describes the use of the body 'as the stages across which [performance artists] reenact social drama and traumas which have been attributed cultural differentiation between truth and illusion, reality and dream, fact and fantasy, natural and unnatural, essential and constructed ' (1997: 7) . In a similar manner, Cyrus reenacts the 'social drama and traumas' of living and representing femininity. The contradictory processes of the 'hyper-sexualised,
hyper-feminine meanings of postfeminist media subjectivities' (Jackson & Vares, 2011: 134) are made excessively visible, and thus, perhaps, unstable.
On a subsequent tour, Cyrus continued and extended the aesthetic of the 2015 VMA performance. As in the VMAs, Cyrus appeared in a variety of costumes, including an outfit she describes as a 'pornicorn': this involved Cyrus, in a rainbow wig and unicorn horn, dressed in silver boots, a sparkly tail and a silver s&m style outfit of strap and metal rings: revealing, or so it appears, her breasts (Miley Cyrus Videos, 2016) . Wearing a large strap on dildo, Cyrus sings the song 'Karen Don't be Sad' (Smiley Miley Inc. 2015) . The closing lyrics repeat the instruction, 'don't let them win', and as she sings
Cyrus pulls off the dildo to reveal what looks like her naked crotch. Evoking the symbolism of the castration complex, the move connotes what Mulvey's critical work on the male gaze describes as the voyeuristic reveal of the woman's body; in a reversal of this convention, the move is invoked by the woman. As the song finishes, Cyrus tells the crowd: 'now this, this isn't my real pussy and these aren't my real tits'. Cyrus seems to play here with the gendered conventions of visual representation and with the performativity of gender itself. First confronted with the combination of the breasts and the dildo, Cyrus evokes tropes of queer performance and drag culture. Believing the dildo to be the drag, its removal promises to reassure us of her 'real' sex. Yet, at the moment it seems her body is fully revealed, this too turns out to be illusionary construct, blocking our voyeuristic gaze and the logic of binary gender.
Playing out a version of Butler's drag, Cyrus reminds us of the instability of these signifiers. If we recall the 2013 performance with which this article began, we might find similar strands of playful performativity. Cyrus' exaggerated descent down the stairs, her poses, pouts and twirling of imaginary hair, similarly play out the conventions of femininity in ways that expose 'the imitative structure of gender' (Butler,1990: 137) . In this sense, Cyrus seems to perform a kind of drag version of pop femininity. Indeed, in an article for People magazine drag queen and performer in the VMA show Shangela claims Cyrus as a 'drag sister':
She embraced us so much. And not just that -anybody can say 'I love you guys' and watch the show -but Miley knows. She knows our lingo, she knows the moves, she knows our music and she had almost 20 costume changes during her VMA hosting debut. And that's drag (in Maslow, 2015) .
In her analysis of queer feminist performer Lois Weaver, Deanna Shoemaker explores 'the idea that a female-marked body can consciously and critically drag ''femininity'' in performance', and thus would argue, at stake in these debates is a sense of the successes and/or failures of feminist struggle. In the context of a long standing fight against media sexism and the precarities of postfeminist representations, the explicit imagery of Cyrus can seem to signify a failed feminist project. Cyrus, describing herself as 'one of the biggest feminists in the world because I tell women to not be scared of anything ' (in Butterly, 2013) , might be read as troubling embodiment of postfeminist narratives of choice and sexual freedom on (hetero)sexualised terms. Playing close attention to this content, however, reveals a series of more complex provocations in this seeming embrace of the logic of sexualisation. There is a queerness to this content and a provocative evocation of gender and power that denies the heterosexist imperative of postfeminism. Thus, in the explicit confrontations of her performances, we might in fact encounter a productive, if contradictory, resistance to the ordering and regulation that defines young femininity in hetero-patriarchal social worlds. A disruption, rather than a securing, of the postfeminist imperative towards 'the self-surveillance and discipline now normatively required of women' (Gill, 2007) . In this sense, we might find in Cyrus a continuity with an existing sensibility of feminist struggle, and the mobilisation of pop cultural platforms that open up feminist possibility rather than signify feminist loss. There are of course limits to the politics of performativity made present here. In particular, the uncomfortable fact of Cyrus' collaborations with Terry Richardson -a photographer accused of multiple counts of sexual harassment and whose work 'charmlessly blurs the boundaries of editorial fashion photography and hard core pornography' (Ferreday, 2014: 144) -and the problematic dynamics of race and gender. Certainly, there are multiple forms of racialized privileges and limits at play here, in both Cyrus' media content and the ways in which the threat of sexualisation is constituted as concern.
These tensions, however, resonate throughout feminist struggle, and thus might themselves be opened up more productively if we engage with them on these terms; recognising also, the power of Minaj's critique. Cyrus functions then, not as a coherent feminist role model, but as hyper-referential pop performance figure; resisting reductive sense-making, she mobilises a messy convergence of the contradictory struggles of young women's lives, bodies and desires. In the excesses of this visual media, there is, as Cyrus suggests, power in the playful performativity of these provocations.
Notes
i This account is not a comprehensive one, and there are certainly other readings to be made of this figure and other (counter) examples that could be drawn on. My aim here is to offer readings of underexplored elements of this media figure, drawing attention to the disruptive possibilities of her circulation in media cultures.
ii Throughout this article I deliberately use quotations from Cyrus' interviews to explore this discussion.
In the context of a debate that often excludes the sense-making of its subjects (young women and girls), and a broader resistance to considering agency, critical awareness and political possibility in a figure such as the young, female pop star, this is an attempt to insist on their significance. This is not, however, to imply that these words offer a direct or 'truthful' account of Cyrus or her intentions, these are of course media(ted) materials, but these mediations are critical ones.
iii The project featured Cyrus releasing a series of 'Backyard sessions', also available on Cyrus' YouTube channel, featuring Cyrus and guests performing a series of covers. The series included performers such as pop/r&b singer Ariana Grande, rock singer and musician Joan Jett, folk/pop singer Melanie Safka and Laura Jane Grace of punk band Against Me!. Notably, songs included Against Me!'s 'True Trans Soul rebel', 'Androgynous' (first performed by The Replacements and later covered by Jett) and Jett's 'Different'.
